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Delving into the Forbidden: Banned and Challenged Literature Syllabus
Grace Burns
Sponsored by Diane Kern, School of Education
“You don’t have to burn books to destroy a culture. Just get people to stop reading them,” (Ray Bradbury).

Why This Project?

The Final Product

Aims: The goal of this project was to create an
effective mock syllabus which pushes the envelope
regarding what an 11th/12th grade ELA classroom can
look like. Mainly, this syllabus sought to find a
balance between canon (classic) and contested
(contemporary) literature. Though this syllabus is
unconventional, it was created in alignment with the
Common Core State Standards Initiative (CCSSI)
and additionally, considers policies/politics within
Rhode Island. Further, this project was used in hopes
to educate other future educators within my program
by using additional research and sharing
specific/detailed resources with them.

The research for this project, as well as the creation of the mock syllabus functions as a
springboard for future educators. On a personal level, as I move forward in my journey as a
teacher, I will look back to this project as a source of inspiration. The mock syllabus created
recognizes the role that the CCSSI play within the classroom and uses these standards as an
anchor. However, this syllabus also acknowledges the places we can take our students if we are
not afraid to brave rough seas. Avoiding confinement within standards requires reflection,
creativity and mainly, relatability to our students. Finding a balance of these two is key to
creating a successful curriculum. That being said, in many ways, this project serves as the
culmination of my learning at The University of Rhode Island. Below are some of the outcomes
from this project.
The image below displays a quarterly outline of the year
from the mock syllabus. Make note of the driving ideas for
each quarter.

The following infographic, courtesy of
American Library Association (2021),
displays that Parents control a majority of the
challenges in regard to banning books. Notice
how students rarely initiate the challenges.
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The image above is from the presentation which I gave
to my peers. This slide displays some resources
teachers may find beneficial when it comes to
advocating for certain books. We also discussed the
policies and politics that affect education and reviewed
the mock syllabus.
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Discussion & Implications
As the world around us shifts daily, education must follow suit.
This is exemplified most recently in the COVID-19 pandemic.
Now more than ever, a spotlight has been cast upon education and
the ways in which incorporating critical thinking, social emotional
skills and active listening are crucial in this new age. Mainly, there
is an intense emphasis on discovering new ways to engage
students, adapting to the world around us, and meeting students’
needs. Overall, the society around us greatly affects our education
systems, highlighting that we must acknowledge and break the
barriers that inequity casts upon our students.
Education is a Mirror
Education should reflect our students, and as a result, reflect our
society.
• Once you know who your students are, you can learn how to
best educate and reach them
• “…A national study reported that, according to students,
‘teachers very rarely –or never– speak to them personally about
things that matter to them,’” (White, 2010, as cited in Burke,
2013).
• Students are more likely to withdraw when they cannot relate
to a text or a teacher
Balance is Key
If students are to understand a variety of perspectives, they must be
exposed to a variety of sources (contemporary, classic, challenged,
accepted, authors from a variety of backgrounds, literature of many
types, etc.).
• Remember, “too much of one thing is good for nothing.”
• “…What students read reflects Tatum’s model of ‘multiple
literacies’ that include academic literacy (skills and strategies),
cultural literacy (awareness of the historical and cultural
influences that shape one’s identity), emotional literacy (ability
to manage emotions and belief), and social literacy (ability to
work with and speak to a range of people in different
contexts),” (Burke, 2013).
What Educators Need to Know
• Know the law & the rights that protect you
• Recognize how current context affects the classroom
• Know how to justify your choices
• Have an open dialogue with parents/guardians
• Have alternative assignments for students who do not feel
comfortable participating in specific topics
• Gain support from your principal and department chair

